


On the heights of the Potomac a mile downstream from the lower Falls on
the Maryland side stood the town of Georgetown. Laid out in 1751,
incorporated in 1789, the little river port had flourished for many years as a
shipping center for Maryland and Virginia tobacco. Five miles further down
the Potomac, on the Virginia side, the town of Alexandria was still more
firmly established and sophisticated. Beautiful houses built before the
Revolution for the Scottish tobacco factors and the wheat merchants had
made Alexandria in the judgment of that observant Frenchman, the Duc de
la Rochfoucauld-Liancourt, “beyond all comparison the handsomest town in
Virginia.”4 By building a network of roads into the lower Shenandoah Valley
in the 1760’s and 1770’s, Alexandrians had captured the lion’s share of the
export trade in Virginia wheat and flour. The residents of Alexandria and
Georgetown alike saw in the possible location of the federal capital on the
Potomac the dawning of a bright new future.

The second and more important mistake of the Potomac detractors was
their underestimate of the political resourcefulness of the Virginia leaders of
that day. No one was more acutely sensitive to the possibility that the bargain
might become unsealed than those who made it. Washington, Jefferson, and
Madison—though the record shows that the President had nothing but an
eloquently silent part in the legislative transactions—were all thorough
realists, experienced in politics and long united in the wish of fixing the
national capital on the Potomac. -

An administration strategy The declaration of a permanent capital in the
statutes was, as the Southern bloc well realized, only an opportunity, and
they had ten years in which to translate it into reality. Even so, from the
moment they left New York there was a sense of urgency in everything they
did touching the seat of government. Washington had kept an attentive eye
upon all of the details, but at this stage the guiding hand in the strategy of
planning what one day would become the political capital of the world was
that of Jefferson, with Madison assisting. The program that Jefferson drew
up even before leaving New York, perhaps at the request of the President
and in consultation with Madison, was actually a precis of the provisions of
the Act and of ideas for the President to bear in mind on his way to Mount
Vernon.S%Jefferson knew that the gentlemen of Georgetown and Alexandria,
as well as the principal landowners in the neighborhood, would be prompted
by self-interest to indulge in local competitions for the seat of government
comparable to those that had taken place in Congress. This called for the
closest secrecy about the exact location intended for the capital and it is clear
that for several months none could say with certainty where this would be. In

4Gay Montague Moore, Seaport in Virginia. (Richmond: 1949; Garnett and Massie), p.
Slefferson’s Draft of Agenda for the Seat of Government (Aug. 29, 1790).
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On Saturday, October 16th, the President spent a day in company with the
leading citizens of the town, viewing the adjacent countryside as Jefferson
had done a month earlier; Washington then departed early Sunday morning
for the Great Falls and Conogocheague, over seventy miles upriver. The
Maryland Journal and Baltimore Advertiser, in an attempt to penetrate the
secret, reported that this trip of inspection around Georgetown was made “in
order to fix upon a proper situation for the GRAND COLUMBIAN
FEDERAL CITY” and then added: “We are informed that since the arrival
of the President in our parts, bets respecting the Seat of Government run
high in favor of George-Town; by the return of the President {from
Conogocheague], we hope to have it in our power to lay a circumstantial
account of this important matter before the Public.” 8 Washington’s interest
in the progress of the Potomac Company’s works was genuine and profound,
but he could not have been unaware of the value of such a journey as a feint
to cloak his purpose. He was authorized by the Residence Act to locate the
capital anywhere on the Potomac in an eighty-mile stretch between the
Eastern Branch and the Conogocheague and his journey served to stimulate
rumors that the choice might actually fall upon a spot far above tidewater. 9

On the day after Washington set out for the Conogocheague the
Georgetown landowners engaged a surveyor to map the various tracts owned
by each proprietor “within the lines laid down’—lines apparently indicated
by the President.!0 Speculation continued as to the exact locafion. By
mid-November it was rumored that Washington had ordered three sites in
different parts of the Potomac to be surveyed, but the Georgetown Times and
Patowmack Packet/admitted that nothing certain was known. 1! |At the end
of the month Samuel Davidson, a Georgetown merchant, wrote a friend that
“not a doubt remained but that the Grand Federal City will soon rear its
august head in the vicinity of this town,” that the location would be between
Rock Creek and the Eastern branch, and that the heights of Peter Slashe’s
plantation would be the site of the ““Stadt House.” 12

87he Maryland Journal and Baltimore Advertiser, Oct. 26, 1790.

SWilliam Force, ‘“‘History of the Selection of the Permanent Seat of Government for the
United States”, in Special Report of the Commissioner of Education on the Condition and
Improvement of Public Schools in the District of Columbia. (Washington: 1871, GPO). (Ex.
Doc. No. 315, 41st Cong. 2d Sess.), p. 187.

Owitiam Deakins, Jr., to Washington, Nov. 1, 1790 (Washington Papers).

“Georgerown Times and Potowmack Packet, Nov. 16, 1790.

12Samuel Davidson to unidentified friend, Nov. 28, 1790 (Cited in ““A Site for the Federal City:
The Original Proprietors and their Negotiations with Washington”, Columbia Historical
Society, Records, 1957-59, p. 130.)
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that Washington may have held with the leading citizens of Alexandria to
determine their views on this matter. It is probable, however, that such
consultations did take place.

On January 2, 1791, Washington wrote Jefferson, enclosing his notes 17
setting forth the district boundary problem as it related to Alexandria. There
is no record that Secretary Jefferson replied to this letter, but the close
personal attention given this matter by the President is shown by another
letter to Jefferson on January 4, 1791, 18 in which he “begs to see” Secretary
Jefferson before proceeding further with the drafting of a Proclamation
announcing the federal district boundaries.

Within a few weeks he made his decision; under the date of January 22,
1791, he issued commissions to the individuals he had selected as
commissioners for the federal district. 19

Two days later, on January 24th, he issued a proclamation 20 declaring and
making known how “‘one part” of the ten miles square could be found:

. .. By running four lines of experiment in the following manner that is
to say: running from the court-house of Alexandria, in Virginia, due
southwest half a mile, and thence a due southeast course till it shall
strike Hunting Creek, to fix the beginning of the said four lines of
experiment.

Then beginning the first of the said four lines of experiment at the point
on Hunting Creek where the said southeast course shall have struck the
same, and running the said first line due northwest 10 miles; thence the
second line into Maryland due northeast 10 miles; thence the third line
due southeast 10 miles, and thence the fourth line due southwest 10
miles to the beginning on Hunting Creek.

Since all of the tract thus specified did not lie within the limits set by the
Residence Act (above the mouth of the Eastern or Anacostia branch), the
President further directed in the Proclamation that:

... the sd four lines of experiment being so run, I do hereby declared
and make known that all that part within the sd four lines of experiment
which shall be within the state of Maryland and above the Eastern
branch, and all that part within the commonwealth of Virginia and
above a line to be run from the point of land forming the upper cape of
the mouth of the Eastern branch due South West, and no more, is now
fixed upon and directed to be surveyed, defined, limited and located for
a part of the sd district accepted by the sd act of Congress for the
permanent seat of the government of the U.S. (Hereby expressly
reserving the direction of the survey and location of the remaining part
of the said district to be made hereafter contiguous to such part or

17Washington to Jefferson, Jan. 2, 1791, ibid.
18w ashington to Jefferson, Jan 4, 1791.

9Commission for Commissioners for the Permanent Seat of Government, Jan 22, 1791, (Letter
Book, Washington Papers).

2OProclamaltion, Jan. 24, 1791. (District of Columbia Letters and Papers in the Library of
Congress.)
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adjustment of the limits on the location of the district was a general violation
of the basic strategy of the Administration; a strategy of proceeding with all
possible speed to implement the Act using the discretionary powers granted
in the basic act, and of avoiding recourse or dependence upon the Congress
or upon the legislatures of the states of Virginia and Maryland. His action,
therefore, makes it clear that President Washington felt very strongly about
the exact parts of Virginia and Maryland that he wanted to be included in the
District. The amendment served to remove any doubt as to the opposition
still existing in the Congress, because the amendment in addition to giving
the President the discretion to shift the district boundary southward on the
Potomac, also reiterated the restriction as to the location of the Federal
buildings, this time specitying their location on the Maryland side, and
expanding and making the restriction more explicit.

The second proclamation No time was lost in establishing definite lines for
the boundaries of the district. On March 30, 1791, the President issued a
proclamation declaring:

that the whole of the said territory shall be located and included within

the four lines following, that is to say:

Beginning at Jone’s Point, being the upper cape of Hunting Creek, in
Virginia, and at an angle in the outset of 45 degrees west of the north,
and running in a direct line 10 miles for the first line, then beginning
again at the same Jone’s Point and running another direct-line at a right
angle with the first across the Potomac 10 miles for the second line;
then from the termination of the said first and second lines running
two other direct lines of 10 miles each, the one crossing the Eastern
Branch aforesaid and the other the Potomac, and meeting each other in
a point.
. .. and the territory so to be located and defined, and limited shall be
the whole territory accepted by the said acts of Congress as the district
for the Permanent seat of the Government of the United States. 31
Setting the cornerstone The cornerstone for the district was set at Jones’s
Point, by George Washington with due Masonic ceremony, on the bank of
the Potomac below Alexandria, on April 15, 1791. 32 Many of the original
stones, set at intervals of one mile along the boundaries are still in place
though badly showing the effects of time. 33

Agreement with the district landowners While awaiting the amending
action by the Congress, Washington and Jefferson had been deeply engaged
with respect to firmly and legally establishing the district on a sound basis. In
January 1791, Washington initiated confidential correspondence with two

~Georgetown friends, Deakins and Stoddert, requesting them to buy

31 Proclamation, Mar. 30, 1791. (Letter Book, Washington Papers).

32Arlington County, Virginia, A History of the Boundaries of Arlington County, Virginia.
(Arlington: 1967), p. 12.

33Richard S. Wheeler (et al), The Boundary Stones. (Arlington: 1963).
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